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            Introduction

         

         The story unfolds as Maria, an independent determined woman now in her mid-fifties, is on the verge of attending an important occasion which will inevitably change the course of her life forever. The sequence of events preceding this day, sees her follow a tumultuous journey between her past and the present, where many mistakes and errors of judgement are laid bare.

         Following the sale of her beloved business, which has occupied her life for the past eighteen years, Maria returns to her home county, where she immediately embarks on a rather ambitious refurbishment programme to transform her new home to its former glory.

         Never one to miss an opportunity, it’s not very long before Maria, quite unexpectedly, finds herself involved in a completely new business venture, which in turn leads her to experience many more of life’s challenges. At the same time, actively pursued and encouraged by her young niece, Maria reluctantly becomes drawn into the world of social media where she finds herself reunited and face to face with many characters from her past.

         Struggling to deal with the aftermath of emotion, caused by her own memories which have been kept locked away for many years, Maria eventually uncovers the key to so many unanswered questions and now, finally, she can make sense of so much, she could previously never understand.

         With the missing pieces of her life revealed and the puzzle of her past now complete, it is time for Maria to make her final decision and decide once and for all which path to follow.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Prelude

         

         Realistically, I suppose I should have envisaged a restless night, but I most certainly hadn’t anticipated feeling such incredible tension and nervous anxiety, which, despite my best efforts, stubbornly remained present and active all morning. As a result, nothing so far had quite gone to plan, which didn’t bode well for any occasion, let alone one of this magnitude. In the last 24 hours I’d scrutinised every aspect of the day ahead and there was only one thing I wasn’t concerned about and that, believe it or not, was the cake.

         A cursory glance in the hall mirror as I reached the bottom of the stairs did nothing to provide the reassurance I was looking for; in fact, it was quite the opposite. Maybe, with the benefit of hindsight, it would have been a sensible idea to purchase an alternative outfit or would that have caused more confusion and uncertainty? Anyway, in all honesty I’d struggled to find one that I liked, let alone two.

         I could remember clearly the hours I’d spent one Saturday, frantically running from one store to another, and at first it seemed I was searching for the impossible, until a kindly assistant recommended somewhere she thought I might like to try. It was a tiny little shop, just outside the main shopping centre and one which I would normally have instantly dismissed, but surprisingly it was here that eventually I found an outfit I considered at the time to be perfect.

         Initially, it was the colour that caught my eye, a beautiful, delicate shade of powder blue. The outfit itself, a two piece in the most exquisite Italian lace, fitted like a glove; the skirt with a flared, fluted hemline provided elegance, and the top with its beautifully draped neckline added just the right amount of style. Admittedly it wasn’t anything like I’d originally set out to buy, but I’d fallen in love with it, and I thought, at the time, it was ideal.

         But that was then, and this was now, and any confidence I might have experienced in the shop, while being praised and admired by the enthusiastic assistant wasn’t anywhere to be seen today. As I continued to criticise my reflection, the unmistakable sound of tyres crunching over gravel sent a refreshed surge of panic through my whole body. With a deep breath and a trembling hand, I reached for my keys, there was no time for further deliberation, it was time to leave. I opened the front door and gingerly stepped outside.

         Thinking back, it was extraordinary to even consider that if it hadn’t been for my teenage niece Chloe, I probably wouldn’t have experienced any of the incidents that led to that remarkable day.

         Chloe, an incredibly lively and cheerful personality, radiated warmth and determination of character. So, it was no real surprise to witness the utter commitment she displayed with any challenge, project or hobby, and it was no different when that project was myself.

         For reasons I wasn’t totally convinced deserved the effort, Chloe became wholeheartedly immersed in launching my debut into the world of social media. Don’t get me wrong I wasn’t totally computer illiterate: back in the day I’d enjoyed the introduction of technology in the workplace, and even now with my small business it was an integral part. It was more the personal side I wasn’t keen on; social media just wasn’t high on my list of priorities and so that’s where Chloe came in. Fully convinced it would “enhance my whole life”, her words not mine, Chloe began her project in earnest: establishing social media platforms, downloading appropriate apps and the list went on…

         Unfortunately, though, it wasn’t too long before we encountered the first hurdle. Personally, I couldn’t understand why anyone would be the slightest bit interested to know where I went to school, what I did for a living and indeed what I looked like; it was all far too intrusive for my liking. My reaction completely baffled Chloe, who decided if nothing else a profile picture couldn’t possibly cause too much trouble.

         However, it wasn’t until we were away on a family holiday in Tuscany that Chloe finally achieved any kind of success. We were a party of seven: my sister Kim; her husband David; their son Harry; Chloe; our other sister Clare and her partner Jon; and of course me, Maria.

         Our holiday home for the week was an idyllic Italian villa nestled on a hilltop, presiding over splendid views of olive groves and vineyards.

         For both Harry and Chloe, initially the most important feature was the availability of WIFI, until they spotted an infinity pool and discovered a sauna along with a well-equipped gym and tennis courts. Instantly the formidable idea of being stranded in the middle of nowhere for a whole week was forgotten and their laughter filled the air.

         As the lazy days of holiday life unfolded, we enjoyed cocktails by the pool, BBQs and long relaxed lunches at the local trattoria, complemented with endless hours of conversation and friendly debate.

         Chloe, never one to accept defeat, quickly engaged the help of her brother and between them they went to great lengths in their quest to secure a photo I would agree to post.

         Finally, realising the task in hand wasn’t going to be that easy, the brother and sister duo acquired the help and support of the entire party, and so with increased pressure and desperate for some peace, I eventually had no choice and relented graciously. Absolutely elated, the pair wasted no time and with their mission complete my picture was out there for anyone who was remotely interested to peruse.

         All too quickly Saturday morning dawned, the day to leave was upon us and the general mood deteriorated rapidly, all of us aware reality was just around the corner.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            Maria – The Present

         

         A luxury reserved for Sunday mornings, Maria snuggled even further under the duvet, the muffled sound of birdsong and the early morning sun creeping slowly through the windows, added to the peace and tranquillity of the moment.

         It hadn’t been too long ago that Maria had lived in a total state of disarray, with dust and rubble a constant feature while a massive programme of refurbishment was completed. On more than one occasion she’d regretted the decision to buy a property in need of so much attention, but now it was finished, and the all the inconvenience just a memory, she couldn’t be happier.

         Jon, an architect by trade, had been the mastermind behind the whole operation. His vision of possibilities had provided a fabulous blank canvas, from which Maria had created her perfect home. Open plan living dominated the ground floor, but it wasn’t devoid of character as so many were; between them they’d managed to incorporate many of the original Edwardian features, and it had most certainly paid off, providing a subtle mix of old and new.

         Admiring her own choices, it had undeniably been the right decision to ditch the chintz; she’d gone for neutrals throughout with a splash of colour to define each room. Now happy and familiar with her new surroundings, it felt good to be home.

         The distinctive sound of her mobile broke through the relaxed reverie she was enjoying. Leaning over she grabbed her phone and checked the screen before answering; it was no surprise to see it was her sister Kim.

         “Morning,” Maria answered, trying her best to sound alert and not half asleep.

         “Sorry, did I wake you?” Kim asked as she heard her sister’s groggy voice. Hastily she checked the time on her watch, it was 8.30, Maria was always up and about by now, unless she was ill.

         “I was awake,” Maria reassured her anxious sister. “I was just enjoying my last chance to relax.”

         “Fine as long as you’re ok.” Kim quickly continued. “Anyway, two things: do you want to come over for lunch? It’s going to be a late one I’m afraid, about 3.30; and a message from Chloe: have you checked your social media site yet? But I’m guessing it’s a no to the latter.”

         “You guessed right.” Maria laughed. “And thanks for the invite but I think I’ll stay home today; I know I have a lot of prep to do from orders I received before I went away, and I have no idea how long it will all take.”

         “Ok, if you’re sure, but if you change your mind later, just let me know, speak to you soon, bye.” Constantly chasing her tail and living life at 100mph, Kim hung up, eager to continue with her busy day. She was the baby of the family, the youngest of the three sisters. There was an eight-year age gap between Kim and Maria, who was the eldest, and she’d always been a whirlwind, but she had the kindest, biggest heart and Maria loved her for it.

         Reluctantly, Maria recognised it was time for her day to begin. Opening her business email account, her initial reaction was one of complete surprise; there must have been at least 15 new orders and a plethora of enquiries.

         Born out of pure frustration and disappointment, it had been quite by chance that Maria simply stumbled into this new business venture. At no time had she ever considered herself a competent cook, so it was a shock to everyone, herself included, when having tried her hand at baking, her efforts were surprisingly very good. Originally, it had simply been the case, in her experience, cakes and pastries in coffee shops never quite lived up to her expectations. They always looked so delicious but that wasn’t always reflected in their taste. Admittedly, Maria had to agree, previously she’d been completely spoilt with access to award-winning food daily. So, she became curious; how difficult could it be to create a cake that tasted as good as it looked? Sheepishly she began by baking the odd birthday cake for family members, and quickly this escalated to include friends, and before she knew it her repertoire included cakes, pastries and desserts and demand was high.

         The rest of her day passed in a frenzy of baking prep and answering enquiries and at six o’clock, with just one last job on her list, she collapsed into her favourite comfy armchair in the living room. Maria picked up her phone, all she needed to do now was to check in with Louise: a young woman she’d employed to help with prep and general duties.

         Surprised at the number of notifications showing on the screen of her phone, before ringing Louise Maria decided to investigate. Normally they were all complete nonsense and of no interest but as she scrolled down, two familiar names stared back at her: Lisa Golding and Karen Phillips, two names from way back, were showing as friend requests.

         Maria shook her head in disbelief, this was a real blast from the past, it must be 20 years or may be even more since they’d last had any contact. This most certainly had to be a result of Chloe’s work on her social media platforms, otherwise it was a huge coincidence.

         Without hesitation Maria dialled Kim’s number. “You’ll never guess what has just shown up on my phone,” she explained as Kim answered her phone. “I’ve had these friend requests from Lisa and Karen, two girls I used to work with years ago.”

         “I remember both of them,” Kim admitted. “You were good friends with Lisa if I remember correctly, I hope you’re going to accept.”

         “I don’t know,” Maria answered her sister honestly.

         “Oh, you must,” Kim urged. “Why on earth wouldn’t you? Surely, you’re just a little bit curious to know what they’ve been up to… I know I would be.”

         “I’m not sure,” Maria said tentatively. “So much has happened, we’re all different people now… Well, I am anyway.” She paused for a moment before continuing. “We probably wouldn’t have anything in common now anyway.”

         “Well, you’ll never know if you don’t accept,” Kim said, sensing Maria didn’t sound too keen.

         When Maria hung up, having listened to Kim’s reasoning, she still wasn’t convinced. There were far too many memories relating to that period of her life, memories she’d long since filed under “Do Not Disturb”. Was she ready to revisit them and everything that would entail? She wasn’t at all convinced. Maria shivered, suddenly she felt cold, tired and unusually lonely; this wasn’t the time to dwell on the past, she had a busy week ahead and no time for self-indulgence.

         By the following Friday evening, completely exhausted, Maria had to admit she’d taken on far too much. Often to be found baking late into the night she’d struggled to complete all the orders on time, and both her sisters were very concerned.

         “You need to stop and rethink this whole thing; you can’t carry on like this, it’s ridiculous,” Clare protested during a mid-week catch up. “I thought when you sold your last business you were going to retire, not jump headfirst into something else that takes up all your time.”

         “I know, I know,” Maria said abruptly. “But I’ve accepted the orders, and now I have to deliver.”

         “Well, I won’t keep you then,” Clare said. “But promise me you’ll rethink this whole operation. Otherwise, you’re going to make yourself ill.”

         “I promise,” Maria agreed as she hung up, keen to get on.

         By Saturday morning it was a huge relief when the last of her orders was collected and, having already accepted an invitation to dinner with Kim and her family, Maria literally had just a few hours left to check her supplies and reorder for the following week.

         Later that day, with just minutes to spare, Maria turned into the quiet cul-de-sac where Kim and David lived in their beautiful family home and pulled onto their drive.

         Dinner with Kim and her family was predictably a chaotic affair. Chloe, positively besotted with her new boyfriend who she’d known for all of five days, spoke of nothing and no one else, and poor Harry was suffering rejection because he’d been side lined in the school rugby team and had no idea why. Engrossed in both their conversations, Maria was surprised when suddenly Chloe changed the subject.

         “Aunty M,” she began curiously. “I hear you’ve had a couple of friend requests.”

         “Yes.” Maria hesitated as she remembered. “To be honest I’d forgotten all about them,” she confessed. “I’ve had such a busy week, everything else has sort of gone by the by.” Maria could tell by the look on Chloe’s face she was not impressed.

         “Honestly, Aunty M,” she began in earnest. “You don’t have to instantly become best friends if that’s what you’re worried about. Basically, you just get to see all their posts, and you get an insight into what they’re doing and likewise for your followers.”

         “Well, they’re going to get a raw deal with me then,” Maria said. “I never post anything.”

         They all laughed, and Maria promised her niece faithfully she would respond A.S.A.P.

         Back home later that night Maria called up the friend requests, once again she examined their photos, even after all these years she would easily have recognised them both, and obviously they’d recognised her, she pressed accept and closed her laptop.

         
            ***

         

         “She’s accepted,” Lisa exclaimed loudly.

         Tim frowned as he looked across the living room to his wife who was curled up on the sofa. “Who’s accepted what.”

         “Maria, I sent her a friend request weeks ago. I’ve been looking for her for ages and then suddenly I found her.” Lisa looked up from her phone. “You remember her, don’t you?” she asked her husband excitedly.

         “Of course, I remember her.” Tim raised his eyebrows; how could he possibly have forgotten Maria…

         “It’s strange,” Lisa continued, “she’s still got the same surname. I would have expected her to have some fancy Italian surname, so either she’s divorced and gone back to her maiden name.” She paused and looked at her husband. “Or maybe he died and using his surname was too painful.”

         “Or maybe she never married him, or anyone else, ever thought of that?” Tim stated with a sarcastic undertone that Lisa chose to ignore.

         “Well, she doesn’t give anything away on here, that’s for sure,” Lisa said while studying Maria’s profile picture. “The only other information is her birthday.” Lisa wasn’t really talking to her husband now, merely thinking aloud, which was just as well as Tim had already turned his attention back to the film. “I know Karen sent her a request as well, so I wonder if she’s had an acceptance.” Lisa sent a quick message to Karen, she was interested to know, and knew Karen would message back, but probably not until the morning now, it was gone 11pm, well past Karen’s normal bedtime.

         
            ***

         

         Maria was astounded to find she’d already received a message from Lisa on Sunday morning. Apparently, it had taken quite a while for Lisa to find her. Maria smiled to herself; It was obviously the photo that Chloe put up that had helped both Lisa and Karen identify her. There was no doubt about that. Curiously Maria clicked onto Lisa’s profile page and quickly scanned her information. She was still married to Tim, that didn’t really surprise her, and she could see the babies she’d craved were all grown up now; how weird, she couldn’t imagine Lisa with grown up kids.

         Maria suddenly felt apprehensive, her own life had been a little more complicated to say the least and remembering how incredibly nosey Lisa had always been filled her with absolute dread. Lisa would want to know the ins and outs of everything, Maria just knew it, so when the next few messages arrived, she was pleasantly surprised to see how general both Lisa and Karen kept them, and soon the messages were flowing easily between all three of them. Consequently, it really shouldn’t have been too much of a surprise when a few weeks later Lisa suggested that they all meet via Zoom. Realising it would be churlish to refuse, cautiously Maria agreed; she would need to engage the help of her niece for this technical dilemma.

         Without any hesitation Chloe agreed to help, and in no time, she had Zoom all set up and ready for her aunt. “Would you like me to hang around a little while, until you all connect?” Chloe asked her aunt.

         “If you don’t mind,” Maria said gratefully. “I don’t want to look a complete idiot if something goes wrong and knowing my luck it will.”

         “I’m sure it will all be absolutely fine, but I’m happy to stay for a while.” Chloe smiled warmly at her aunt, who was looking a little fraught.

         Relieved her niece was going to be on hand, Maria settled herself with a mug of tea in front of her laptop and waited for her two friends to connect. Once the meeting was well under way and everything seemed to be going well, discreetly, Chloe left them to it and headed home.

         It was a good hour and a half later that all three women closed their laptops. Their meeting had been a huge success, so much better than Maria could have imagined. Inevitably both Karen and Lisa had been intrigued to find out more about her; they’d both been quite shocked to hear that she’d never married, or had any kids, but sensitive enough to realise that she wasn’t ready to reveal too many details at this stage, and Maria sighed with relief when Karen completely changed the subject. In the end their conversation centred around their youth and the years they’d all spent together, causing regular fits of laughter as they remembered their antics back in the day. Agreeing to do this again soon, they eventually said their goodbyes.

         During the days that followed, Maria often found herself unexpectedly revisiting her past. Her thoughts and memories were centred around Andy, he’d been her boyfriend during her friendship with Lisa and Karen, and she’d been surprised that his name hadn’t come up during their Zoom call. Remembering and thinking about Andy was something she’d refused to do for a very long time, and although the raw pain had long since subsided, it was still an uncomfortable memory.

         
            ***

         

         Lisa carried two teas out onto the patio where her husband was relaxing in the chair, he’d been busy working in the garden and was now sitting admiring his efforts.

         “How was it?” Tim asked as Lisa placed the tray rather noisily on the wrought iron table.

         “She never married; you were right about that, never had any kids.” Lisa passed a mug of tea to her husband. “We didn’t really find out too much else, she looked uncomfortable talking about herself.” She paused for a minute still considering why this might be. “Obviously done well for herself though,” Lisa suddenly continued. “She mentioned that she’d just had her whole house refurbished, shame we hadn’t met up then, she could have given the work to you.” Lisa sat back in her chair and took a sip of tea.

         “Where does she live then?” Tim asked his wife.

         “I don’t actually know her address,” she admitted. “But I know it’s within walking distance of her sister Kim, and I know Kim lives the other side of town somewhere. Well, she did a couple of years ago when I bumped into her in the café opposite the park.”

         “So, you don’t have a clue then.” Tim smiled; he loved his wife dearly but there was no getting away from the fact she was incredibly nosey.

         “It can’t be any more than six or seven miles away I wouldn’t have thought.” Lisa relaxed in her chair, deep in thought. “What was really weird though,” she continued, “was that she never once mentioned Andy, we talked a lot about the past, but she never mentioned him, it was like he never existed.”

         “Maybe she doesn’t want to remember him, it was all pretty unpleasant for them both at the time.” Tim looked at his wife, he recognised that inquisitive look. “Please don’t get involved in any of that.” He stared at his wife looking for her assurance. “Promise me, Lisa,” he said sternly.

         “I’m not getting involved in anything,” Lisa said abruptly.

         “Good, let’s keep it that way.” Tim closed his eyes; he knew this meeting hadn’t been a good idea.

         
            ***

         

         With intrigue getting the better of her, and keen to find out more about her old friend, about a month after their first Zoom call Lisa suggested for their next meeting that perhaps they could all meet somewhere.

         “Why don’t you invite them to yours, you’ll be on home turf, that should help if you’re feeling a little anxious?” Kim tried to reassure her sister during a quick catch up on the phone. She hadn’t really made any new friends since she’d moved back, this would be good for her.

         “I could do, I suppose,” Maria replied, “I hadn’t thought of that.”

         “You could do a light lunch one Saturday, make a quiche, serve it with salad, keep it easy for yourself.”

         “They might prefer to meet in a pub though,” Maria responded thoughtfully.

         “Well, you won’t know until you ask.”

         “True,” Maria agreed. “I’ll send a message, that way it will be easier for them if they’re not keen.”

         “Let me know what they say.” Kim could tell her sister was troubled, Maria had never been one for discussing her past, especially the part that included Andy. After all these years, Kim was still convinced he was the main reason there’d never really been any other serious contenders. Even the infamous Italian had undoubtedly been a mere distraction.

         Deciding to take Kim’s advice, Maria sent a message to both Lisa and Karen inviting them to hers for lunch on a Saturday of their choice; she kept it brief, still not totally convinced it was a good idea.

         
            ***

         

         The week ahead brought unexpected challenges for Maria. With another busy week planned, she was terribly disappointed to learn that Louise wouldn’t be able to work for the next few days. Both her kids were poorly, and she had no option but to keep them home from school.

         “My sister Julie is available and has offered to come up and help if that’s any good.” Louise felt awful, she hated to let Maria down, but she had no choice; her children would always come first.

         “No, it’s ok,” Maria began, immediately feeling stressed. “It’s kind of her to offer but I don’t have the time this week to start training anyone new.”

         “If you change your mind, just give me a call,” Louise insisted. “She’s very adaptable and a really good cook, honestly she wouldn’t need much training.” Understandably Louise had presumed Maria would jump at the chance of help, so she’d already given her sister the address, and told her to go there straight after the school run, now she needed to get hold of her and tell her not to bother. With her two kids calling, Louise quickly rang her sister and, when she didn’t pick up, left a message, she’d explain more later.

         Keen not to be late, Julie hadn’t bothered to check her phone since receiving instruction from her sister, and at exactly 9.30 she knocked at Maria’s door. It seemed ages before a woman with hands covered in flour and looking extremely flustered opened the door.

         “Hi, I’m Julie.” The woman looked perplexed. “Louise’s sister,” she added hoping this would register. “I’ve come to help.”

         Confused but anxious to get back to the kitchen Maria invited the young woman inside. Julie was the image of her sister with long dark hair tied back in a ponytail, striking green eyes, and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose and cheeks. A lot more confident than her sister, Julie got stuck in straight away and by mid-morning she had persuaded Maria to let her bake one of her own recipes.

         “It’s good,” Maria admitted as she took the first bite. “I love the texture: it’s light, but intense in flavour.” Julie watched eagerly as Maria finished the slice. “I really enjoyed that.” Maria smiled as she wiped her fingers. “Do you do a lot of baking?”

         “I always bake my own cakes for the children, but I try and keep it to just one a week otherwise my husband will just keep eating them.” She smiled as she began to pack away the utensils she’d used.

         Maria was impressed and, convinced that Julie would be a huge asset, immediately decided to offer her a part time position working alongside both herself and Louise.

         With a huge grin, Julie didn’t hesitate. “When would you like me to start?” she replied excitedly.

         “Tomorrow,” Maria said hopefully.

         “Great, I’ll see you in the morning then,” Julie said as she collected her bag. She’d been mulling over the idea of a part time job and had already discussed it with her husband, both her kids were at school now and the extra money would come in handy. Thirty minutes later as she waited outside the school Julie remembered that she hadn’t had time to check her phone all day. Listening to her messages she couldn’t help laughing; so that was why Maria had looked so confused, she wasn’t even expecting her. Louise was going to be so surprised.

         With Julie on board the pressure of working against the clock was reduced but with three of them, there was a shortage of available workspace. It helped that the kitchen/diner was all open plan and between them they worked out designated areas for specific jobs; this was better, but it was far from ideal. Maybe it was time to look around for an outside premises from which they could work, an idea Maria was keen to explore.

         On Friday evening with a glass of red and a takeaway pizza, Maria nestled down in her chair; she knew that before she started to watch the film which had been highly recommended, she must answer Lisa. Both women had accepted her invitation and a proposed date had been suggested, all Maria had to do was confirm, there was only one problem though, she still wasn’t one hundred per cent convinced it was a good idea.

         Unnerved by the number of times during the last few weeks she’d found herself thinking about her past, she wondered if she would still recognise Andy if she was ever to meet him. She could remember quite clearly the way he held his head slightly to one side when he spoke to her, his dark penetrating eyes and his warm smile, but what did he look like now. She tried to imagine; did he still have a full head of hair? Was it still mahogany brown or was it flecked with grey? Was he still trim or had he succumbed to middle age spread? So many unanswered questions. She finished her wine and wiped away a tear that had escaped from her eye, this wasn’t any good; she needed to get a grip, she opened her laptop, quickly confirmed to Lisa, and switched on the film.

         
             

         

         The next few weeks flew by, both Julie and Louise had been actively promoting the business to friends and family and new orders continued to arrive daily. Before Maria knew where she was, it was just a few days until her old friends were due for lunch and she’d never been less prepared.

         “Any idea what you’re going to serve?” Julie asked when Maria explained her predicament.

         “Kim suggested quiche and salad,” Maria said, glancing over to watch Julie’s reaction.

         “And for dessert?” Julie enquired as she poured her mixture equally into two baking dishes.

         “Lemon tart,” Maria answered and suddenly both women instantly burst out laughing.

         “Pastry overdose comes to mind,” Julie mocked.

         “Maybe, do you think they’d notice?” Maria replied loudly, competing with the sound of the electric mixer.

         “Do they eat salmon?” Julie asked, she was concerned, despite her flippant replies, Maria appeared troubled by this up-and-coming lunch date.

         “They eat anything apparently, and no allergies.” Maria switched off the mixer and was slowly adding melted chocolate to her mixture.

         “What about poached salmon with a mixed salad, followed by lemon tart?” Julie suggested. “If you do something like that it can be prepared the day before, and you wouldn’t need to cook on the day.”

         “Sounds good,” Maria had to agree. “But I haven’t got time to get a salmon and then poach it, I’ve only got tomorrow.”

         “When I’ve picked up the kids this afternoon, I can pop into the village and pick up a whole salmon. I’ve got a poacher at home; I’ll poach it and bring it in tomorrow. I’m sure between us we can make a lemon tart tomorrow,” Julie suggested confidently.

         “I can’t let you do that,” Maria said, “I appreciate the offer though, I really do.”

         “Do you like salmon?” Julie continued, seemingly unperturbed by Maria’s refusal.

         “Yes but…”

         Before she could continue, Julie interrupted, “That’s settled then, I’ll bring one poached salmon in tomorrow morning.” She smiled at Maria and continued with her work.

         By the end of the week, Maria couldn’t believe how hard both Julie and Louise had worked in transforming her kitchen from a commercial workplace back to something resembling a normal kitchen.

         Wanting to show her appreciation and aware they both had very young children, Maria decided to engage the help of her sister Kim. “I’d like to do something for them, I remember my old boss always gave his staff some sort of treat if they’d gone over and above and it went a long way. They’ve both got young families any ideas?” Maria asked.

         “You could always just give them a bonus in their wages,” Kim suggested as she tried to think of a better idea.

         “Well, I will if I can’t think of anything else, but I really wanted something more personal. If I give them money, they’ll probably spend it on their kids.”

         “What about,” Kim began, “telling them to order a takeaway of their choice and a bottle of wine, and if they bring in the receipts on Monday, you’ll reimburse them as a thank you for all their help. How does that sound?”

         “Sounds good, and you think that would be suitable?” Maria asked after a moment’s thought.

         “Well, it’s something I would have appreciated when my kids were young,” Kim replied reassuringly.

         “Ok, well I’ll go and suggest it, and see how it goes down. I’ll let you know.” Maria made her way back to the kitchen where both women were finishing up for the day.

         “It’s my husband’s birthday this weekend,” Louise began excitedly. “This will be a great treat, thank you very much.” Completely overwhelmed, she gave Maria a hug.

         “It’s no one’s birthday in our house.” Julie laughed. “But it will be a very nice treat, nonetheless. Thank you, it’s a very kind thought and very much appreciated.”

         
            ***

         

         Tim normally enjoyed Saturday mornings; they were a time to relax and recharge before he tackled the chores of the weekend. This Saturday, though, was always going to be different.

         “Does this look ok, Tim?” Lisa asked her husband as she walked into the kitchen and gave him a twirl.

         “It looks fine, but so did the other two outfits you’ve just shown me,” Tim said as he poured himself another coffee.

         “I didn’t think you liked them; you didn’t seem over keen,” Lisa snapped.

         Tim looked at his wife, this was one of those mornings when he really wished he was going to work. “Honestly, Lisa, you look great, don’t forget though you’re just having lunch at Maria’s house…”

         Before he could finish Lisa interrupted, “So, you think it’s too much?” She sighed heavily. “I knew I should have bought something new.” She turned abruptly and stomped back to her bedroom.

         Tim finished his coffee and put his newspaper away, time to cut the lawn, he decided.

         “Give me a call when you’re ready to leave,” Tim shouted up the stairs before he made a quick exit to the garden.

         
            ***

         

         Maria was up and about early on Saturday morning, the forecast was good and with not a cloud in the sky, she decided it would be very pleasant to serve drinks in the garden; she’d let them choose if they wanted to eat in or out, she really didn’t mind.

         Busy chopping fruit for the punch, Maria was surprised when Chloe popped her head around the kitchen door. “Mum asked me to drop these off on my way to netball,” Chloe explained as she presented her aunt with a huge bunch of fresh garden flowers.

         “That’s very kind of her, I’ll give her a ring later.” Maria smiled warmly at her niece.

         “So, today’s the big day then?” Chloe said as she pulled out a stool opposite her aunt. “Are you looking forward to it?”

         “I think so,” Maria answered honestly. “I’m not worried about the food, that’s all ready, I just hope they enjoy themselves.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m sure it will all be fine.”

         “Of course, it will,” Chloe said as she jumped off the stool. “I’d better get going otherwise I’ll be late. I don’t suppose you have any spare cakes you would like me to take off your hands?” she asked sheepishly as she collected her bag.

         With her hands covered in fruit juice, Maria pointed to the cupboard where she kept the cakes that didn’t quite make the grade. “I’m sure you’ll find something in there you fancy.”

         Chloe opened the cupboard. “Gosh, I don’t know what to choose,” she exclaimed as she peered inside several cake tins.

         “Is it to take home?” Maria asked as she watched her niece trying to decide.

         “No, it’s for netball tea later. I don’t know what to take,” Chloe said as she tried to remember what all the girls preferred.

         “Take a couple then,” Maria said. “I imagine there’ll be quite a few mouths to feed.”

         “Do you mind if I take the fruit cake and the chocolate cake, please?” Chloe asked rubbing her hands.

         “Not at all, help yourself. Do you need to borrow the tins?”

         “Yes please, if you don’t mind,” Chloe confirmed as she carefully packed them in her bag. Happy with her choices, she left her aunt still busy preparing her fruit punch. Once she was completely out of sight, Chloe reached for her phone.

         “Mum, I’ve just left Aunty M and she really doesn’t appear overly concerned. All the food is prepped, and she was busy making a fruit punch,” Chloe explained as she hurried along the path.

         “She didn’t look stressed or worried?” Kim asked her daughter.

         “Honestly, Mum she seemed fine; understandably she’s a little apprehensive, but she wasn’t stressed. I’d tell you if she was.”

         “Ok, thanks, Chloe. Did you get any cakes for netball tea?” Kim enquired, knowing this had been the reason Chloe had agreed to call in and deliver the flowers.

         Chloe laughed. “Of course, one chocolate and one fruit… Mum, I’ve got to go now,” she quickly explained. “I’ve just got to Kelly’s house and she’s waiting for me.”

         “Have a good game, see you later and thanks, Chloe.” Kim put her phone down, she certainly felt better knowing Maria was ok.

         
            ***

         

         It was exactly 12.30pm; Lisa was the first to arrive, closely followed by Karen, and any nerves Maria might have harboured were quickly dissipated as the old friends chatted freely.

         “Just love what you’ve done with the place,” Lisa said as she glanced around.

         “Thanks, I’m pleased with it now, although at one time I never thought it would ever get finished,” Maria confessed as she led them both out towards the garden.

         “Shame we didn’t reunite sooner, you know Tim started his own business, well that’s what he does, refurbs, everyone wants a new bathroom or kitchen,” Lisa explained while totally ignoring Karen’s anxious expression.

         “I do remember.” Maria smiled as she offered them both a chair. “I’ll give you a tour later if you want, but first and foremost.” She laughed. “Let’s have some drinks.”

         “Great idea,” Karen agreed, anxious to change the subject. That was the last thing they needed to discuss, Tim’s business. Goodness knows where Lisa was going with that conversation; she dreaded to think.

         Relaxed in the garden, enjoying their fruit punch, Maria was more than happy to sit back and enjoy their conversation. All three of them were about the same age, mid-fifties, but Lisa, she noted, had changed the least. Her hair was a few shades lighter but still styled in a classic bob. Her clothes and shoes were good quality, although Maria thought, a little too classic for her age. She was obviously keen to impress, she’d mentioned several times how many different houses they’d lived in before they moved into their dream home, and looking at the photos she’d brought with her, it was spectacular, inside and out.

         Karen on the other hand looked older than her years. Maria remembered her lovely long brown hair, which she now wore shortly cropped. Today she wore make-up, but Maria guessed she didn’t normally bother.

         Surprisingly, Karen had been very open discussing her daughter’s problems and how it had impacted the whole family. It was a particularly sad story, she’d worked hard and secured herself a place at university. Unfortunately though, she’d become involved with a crowd that were into drugs. It had taken years with a lot of heartache to finally get their daughter clean and, even though she was fine now, she was a constant worry to them. Maria felt her obvious pain and sensed her relief once she’d told her story.

         A few glasses of punch later, Maria sensed it was her turn to tell all, but she played for a little more time by suggesting they eat.

         With the sun continuing to shine they’d all agreed to eat outside; quickly, Maria set the table and presented her poached salmon which she served with a crunchy mixed salad and Jersey Royals.

         “Maria, this is so good.” Lisa held up her glass. “Cheers, ladies.” She laughed merrily.

         “Yes, cheers,” Karen echoed. “It’s great to be here, and thanks, Maria, this is a really great lunch.”

         “You’re both very welcome, please tuck in there’s plenty to go round so don’t be bashful.” Maria laughed, offering the salad bowl to Karen.

         “You started to tell us last time,” Karen began, “all about your baking business, how’s that going?”

         “Yes, I did I remember,” Maria said before taking a sip of wine. “We never finished that conversation, did we? Well, it was something I fell into really. I certainly didn’t plan to start another business, and I can’t believe how quickly it’s taken off. I now employ two sisters from the village, who have proved invaluable. I must be honest though,” she admitted. “I really need to find an outside premises to operate from, we need more space. It’s not professional trying to run a business from my own kitchen.”

         Karen appeared genuinely interested. “What do you mean, a unit or a shop?”

         “Originally, that was the way I was thinking,” Maria began to explain. “But more recently I’ve been considering utilising the space I have.”

         Lisa who had unsuccessfully tried to steer the conversation in a different direction, suddenly became very interested. “What had you in mind?” she asked as she surveyed the garden. There was plenty of room for an extension.

         “I actually thought about transforming the garage,” Maria explained. “I never use it: all that’s in there is a lawn mower and a few tools. I was looking at garden sheds,” she continued. “They come in all shapes and sizes; all I’d need is a small one somewhere at the bottom of the garden to house the mower. That would leave the garage completely clear. It’s quite a big space; I’m sure it would be enough for what we need.”

         “Sounds great, you should speak to my Tim, he’d give you his professional opinion,” Lisa declared excitedly. “He does this sort of thing all the time.”

         Realising this was the first time she’d voiced this idea; Maria hastily interrupted her friend, “To be honest, Lisa, the idea is still very much in its infancy, I wouldn’t want to waste his time.”

         “Honestly, Maria,” Lisa began ardently. “He wouldn’t mind, but anyway think about it.”

         By the time it came to serve coffee, Maria could relax, both her guests appeared to be enjoying themselves and it was a huge relief to know it was all going so well. Enjoying their coffee and petit fours, Lisa was busy regaling tales of her holidays that had taken her far and wide, and Maria was more than happy to sit and listen enjoying the late summer sun. So, it was a bit of a shock when Maria suddenly realised Lisa had moved on from that topic of conversation.

         “So, Maria, you’ve never had any contact with Andy since you split all those years ago?”

         For a second her blood ran cold, she glanced from one to the other. Karen, clearly shocked, smiled compassionately and from Lisa’s expression it was obvious she meant no malice, she was just inquisitive.

         “No, none at all,” Maria answered honestly, stirring her coffee rapidly.

         “You’ve never been tempted to contact him? I think I would have wanted some sort of explanation at the very least.” Lisa continued, desperately digging for more information.

         Maria sat back in her chair, she remembered the last time she had seen him, he’d been with someone else… He hadn’t seen her. “No, not really,” she replied and shrugged. “What good would it do? It wouldn’t change anything.”

         “As long as you’re happy; that’s the main thing.” Karen intervened and quickly changed the subject. “If that Lemon Tart is anything to go by, I totally understand why you’re so very busy, it was absolutely delicious.” Karen smiled warmly. “Anyway, you promised us a tour of your beautiful house before we go, and Mark will be here to collect me very soon.” She finished her coffee and placed her napkin on the table.

         “Oh yes, we must have a tour before we go.” Silently admitting defeat, Lisa drank the rest of her coffee; she’d have words with Karen later.

         Mark was the first to arrive, Maria had only met him a few times all those years ago, but she recognised him instantly. He still had the most beautiful deep blue eyes, although now they held a certain sadness about them. His face was slightly thinner, and his hair was heavily tinged with grey, you could clearly see he was a troubled man.

         Tim arrived just minutes after they’d waved goodbye to Karen and Mark. He was more the rugged handsome type, still in good shape, Maria noted, more confident now than she remembered but extremely friendly.

         Eventually they left and Maria closed the front door. Happy and relieved it had gone well, she made her way back out to the garden, pulling the recliner into the sunlight, the tidying could wait, she decided, as she made herself comfortable. In a desperate attempt to clear her mind she closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Maria – The Late 1980s

         

         Maria filed the last of her papers and finished tidying her desk.

         “I suppose you and Andy are out all weekend,” Lisa enquired as she came bounding into Maria’s office.

         “Not all weekend.” She smiled at her colleague who was fast becoming more of a friend. “Just most of it,” she teased, laughing.

         Only one year older than Maria, Lisa was already married. Her husband Tim was a tall, slim man with mousy brown hair that flopped over his face. Ever since Maria had known them, they always seemed to be saving, firstly for their wedding, then their house, now it seemed they were saving so they could start a family. Fair play, Maria thought, if that’s what they want.

         “Come on then,” Lisa urged as she perched on the side of Maria’s desk. “Spill the beans, what’s on the agenda for this weekend?”

         Having worked through lunch so she could get away earlier than normal, Maria’s answer was a hurried, condensed version of events and swiftly she said goodbye and left the office.

         It was Friday evening, and the traffic was heavier than normal as everyone rushed home to rediscover their freedom for the weekend. Tonight, Andy was due about 7.00 and Maria had booked a table for the two of them at a new Chinese restaurant she’d read about in the local paper. Andy loved Chinese, it was his absolute favourite, and she knew he was really looking forward to it, so she couldn’t understand why she had this uneasy feeling and felt so anxious.

         Annoyingly, it was later than originally planned when Maria pulled up onto her driveway. She was already feeling agitated and as she stood at the front door fumbling around in her bag for her keys, she froze for a minute as she pressed her ear to the door. It was as she thought, her phone was ringing. In desperation, she tipped the entire contents of her handbag onto the step, snatching her key from the wreckage previously considered to be essential, Maria opened the door at precisely the same time as the phone stopped ringing, and the message light began to flash.

         “Drat,” she shouted as she threw down her bags, collected the contents of her handbag from the front step, and slammed the front door.

         Instinctively she knew who it was from, and exactly what the message would tell her. She was just about to press play when the phone began to ring again.

         “Hello,” she answered tentatively.

         “Hello, dear,” her mother replied cheerfully.

         “Hi, Mum. Everything ok?” she enquired, not really giving her mother time to reply before she asked, “Did you call just a minute ago?”

         “No, dear,” her mother answered, “I’m just ringing to remind you Dad and I are off this weekend to visit Aunty Jean, just in case you need us that’s where we’ll be.”

         “Ok, Mum, have a great time, see you next week, love to Dad.” Maria hung up and pressed play.

         “Hi, it’s only me.” Andy always began his message this way. “I was hoping you’d be in by now.” He was such a liar, she thought, he’d probably sighed with relief when the answer phone came on. “I really wanted to talk to you, I will try and call you later, but I’m sorry, Maria, I can’t make it tonight, but I absolutely promise I will be at your house in plenty of time tomorrow to go to the party. I must look after Sammy tonight; I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. I’m truly sorry, Maria, I really am.” His voice faded, and the message finished.

         Maria sat on the stairs, staring into thin air, another lonely disappointing evening loomed before her. She’d lost count of how many times this had happened, and just recently, it was practically a regular occurrence.

         She’d been introduced to Andy by a mutual friend and had instantly felt an attraction; he wasn’t conventionally handsome, but he had a warm friendly smile, and his dark eyes were mesmerising. He’d been completely honest with her from the very beginning when he’d explained that, although he was single, he did have a daughter from a previous relationship. She was 18 months old and her name was Samantha, although he always called her Sammy. He’d been upfront explaining that his ex, Sharon, had a habit of using the little girl as a pawn when she wanted something, especially more maintenance, and how incredibly exasperating it could be, trying to juggle his own life with theirs.

         Maria wasn’t put off, she really liked him; surely they could work around his ex and a toddler.

         Maria played the message again; from experience she knew she wouldn’t hear from him again tonight, he hated confrontation and avoided it wherever possible. He’d wait until tomorrow and hope that Maria had calmed down.

         Right from the very beginning, once they began to see one another on a regular basis, Maria readily accepted there were going to be certain times when Andy would be involved and busy with his daughter. With this uppermost in her mind, she tried her best to be considerate and sympathetic to his situation whenever she made any plans for the two of them, and at first, it all seemed to be working out well. Unfortunately, the “honeymoon” period didn’t last very long and the havoc his ex was able to inflict was extremely frustrating.

         Coming from a close family, Maria was baffled when it quickly became evident Andy didn’t appear to have any support from his own family, when it came to looking after Sammy.

         “I’m not close to my family like you,” he explained one day after they’d had to rearrange their plans. “My mum and dad are divorced; Mum now lives over two hundred miles away with her new husband, and Dad has a girlfriend that I just don’t get along with.” He also had a younger sister who lived with her boyfriend, and she did occasionally help, but she hated Sharon, so it was sometimes more hassle than it was worth.

         Not really a big toddler fan, it didn’t even occur to Maria to offer any help with Sammy, and it most certainly was never a suggestion from Andy.

         Maria remained uncomfortably perched on the stairs, her bags still scattered across the floor, unable to muster the energy required to move. Absent-mindedly she stared at the phone and remembered clearly the very first time this had happened, when Andy hadn’t even bothered to let her know what was going on, or where he was. Andy was one of the few people she knew that had one of these new mobile phones, it was the size of a brick and just as heavy, but still he insisted on carrying it everywhere, so why he hadn’t called, she couldn’t imagine. As time went on, she’d become increasingly anxious; ringing his mobile she was constantly greeted with a voice explaining, “The mobile phone you are calling is switched off.” She’d even resorted to calling the police, anxious to find out if there’d been any recent accidents reported. She’d checked with the local hospital to see if he’d been admitted and then, with no other choices left, she’d decided to go and see for herself if his car was outside his flat, something she would never normally do, it felt too intrusive.

         It took her fifteen minutes to find his flat, she’d only ever been there once before, so she was relieved that she remembered the way. She parked up in the road and walked towards the car park; his car wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Still not convinced he wasn’t at home, she pressed his intercom buzzer: nothing, so he wasn’t here, so where was he? In the end three days passed before he eventually rang.

         Having convinced herself that she would never hear from him again, there was a certain amount of relief when Andy finally called. At first, she’d planned and rehearsed exactly what she would say, but as the days passed the anger faded and when she eventually spoke to him, she felt sorry for him, and all too quickly agreed to dinner where she made him promise that from now on, he would always let her know, even if it was just a message. He apologised profusely and readily agreed to her terms.

         Eventually, with a heavy heart, Maria hauled herself up from the stairs, picked up her bags and their contents and walked into the kitchen. She opened her little freezer and selected an individual pie that her mum had made for her and pressed defrost on her new microwave. Next she opened the bottle of red wine that she’d been saving to share with Andy and poured herself a large glass. Well, he wasn’t here, and her need was greater than the thought of sharing it. She sat at her small kitchen table drinking her wine and waited for her pie to defrost.

         As the evening progressed, Maria continued to feel restless, even several large glasses of wine followed by a lovely herbal bath hadn’t helped, so armed with a bar of chocolate she made herself comfortable on the sofa and settled down with every intention of watching the Friday film, but it didn’t work, she couldn’t concentrate, her mind was elsewhere.

         There was no getting away from it, Maria realised as she sat in front of the T.V., She’d been in denial for a while now; her relationship with Andy was suffering under the pressure, and the constant disruption to their plans were having a profound effect on her. So much so, she was now embarrassed to admit to her own friends and family exactly how many times this was happening.

         Deep down she’d known for some time something wasn’t right, and at times like this, she felt as though she was just, literally, hanging on by a single thread. She deserved better, they both did, and the situation as it was, well it just couldn’t continue. As far as she was concerned this whole set up had well and truly exceeded the boundaries of acceptability by anyone’s standards. There was only one problem to this stark realisation and tough thinking, she didn’t want to walk away, even though she knew, for her own sanity, she should. The trouble was when they were together, they had the best times; it didn’t matter if they were out with friends, out on their own, or just at home, Maria enjoyed every moment they were together, and the thought of not having him in her life was far too painful to dwell on for very long.

         Despite the wine it was another sleepless night for Maria, during which time she decided that tomorrow she wouldn’t hang around waiting for a call, she needed to keep herself busy and deserved some retail therapy. She’d been wanting to visit the new shopping centre the other side of town and tomorrow would be the ideal opportunity. She had a plan, and a reason to get up, get herself ready and go out.

         The next morning Maria arrived at the shopping centre much earlier than she would normally be up and about on a Saturday, and under normal circumstances she would have been in her absolute element. It was an impressive development with a good number of independent retailers as well as all the popular high street stores, there was an abundance of cafes and restaurants to choose from and even a small play area for the children. Nevertheless, today Maria strolled aimlessly, merely glancing at the rails of exciting new clothes and beautifully displayed shoes and bags until she decided she might feel a lot more receptive to all these wonderful shops once she’d had a coffee and treated herself to a delicious pastry.

         
            ***

         

         Andy sat at his desk twiddling his pen, staring aimlessly out at the forecourt. It was 10.00am on Saturday morning and he’d already left two messages for Maria, this was bad news if she wasn’t picking up, it meant only one thing; she was still annoyed about last night.

         If it hadn’t been for the fact that he had two collections arranged for today, he’d probably have called in sick, but he relied on the commission and historically Saturday was a good selling day, he couldn’t miss the chance to sell a few more cars this month. Currently he was the best salesman on the team, and he needed to keep it that way, he’d pushed his luck with his boss too many times and knew he was already treading on thin ice.

         Before Sammy was born, Andy was the most reliable guy you could meet, but everything changed the night she was born, and from the very first moment he held her in his arms he loved her more than life itself.

         The same could not be said for her mother, Andy didn’t have any feelings for her, and he’d never said anything to the contrary. In fact, as far as he was concerned, they’d never even been a couple, she was just always around wherever he happened to be. His close friends told him over and over to be careful of her, but he knew best, it was just some harmless fun…

         The day she announced she was pregnant had shaken him to the core. Immediately he’d promised her financial support and was more than happy to take his turn at weekends to look after the baby, but that wasn’t enough, and once she realised that was all he was prepared to offer, she made it her main ambition to destroy his life; if she couldn’t have him, she decided, nor could anyone else.

         Andy checked his watch, he still had time before his first client was due and he picked up his mobile phone and walked outside for some privacy. “Maria, if you’re there please pick up.” He paused for a few seconds hoping she would answer. “I really would like to apologise for last night, I know I ruined your evening and I’m really sorry.” Still nothing, so he continued before the tape ran out. “I’m looking forward to seeing you tonight, I’ve already packed my bag and brought it with me so I can come straight from work. Anyway, I’ll try and call you later, I’ve got quite a busy day with collections, but I’ll see if you’re home when I stop for lunch…” He didn’t even have time to say goodbye as the phone went dead, the tape had run out. He switched his phone off; he hated leaving messages, he always managed to say the wrong thing or not say enough. It wasn’t even any use buying flowers or chocolates, he’d long since exhausted that tactic, and he knew he was being totally selfish expecting Maria to understand his predicament, but he absolutely adored her and couldn’t bear to think of life without her.

         Back at his desk, he placed his mobile phone safely inside his briefcase and watched as a young couple strolled around the used car section of the forecourt. First sale of the day, he thought to himself as he adjusted his tie and made his way out to join them.

         
            ***

         

         Maria sat in the café watching the world go by drinking coffee. By the time she’d finished her second cup she’d decided she didn’t want to see Andy tonight. She was in an argumentative, stroppy mood, she wasn’t even interested in going to a party; she wasn’t interested in anything, apart from wallowing in her own self-pity, all in all it was probably for the best if she remained alone today. All she had to do now was leave Andy a message before he just turned up at hers.

         Andy picked up Maria’s message just before he left work, so made his way home before returning her call. “Ok, if that’s what you want, I understand.” Andy’s voice was quiet, and he sounded upset. “Do you still want to go to my sisters for lunch tomorrow?” he asked tentatively.

         “Honestly, I don’t know yet,” Maria replied, sounding as moody as she felt.

         There was an uncomfortable silence before Andy continued, “Can I call you later tonight or in the morning?”

         “In the morning would be better,” Maria answered sullenly.

         Realising there wasn’t any use continuing this conversation, Andy said his goodbyes and hung up. He walked into the kitchen, he couldn’t face food, but beer would do, and he grabbed four cans from the fridge and headed for the sofa.

         Maria stood in the hall; she was haunted by the obvious sorrow in Andy’s tone and immediately regretted her decision and the way she’d spoken to him. She fiddled with her car keys as she considered jumping in her car and heading straight over to his flat, but, thinking sensibly, she’d already had a few glasses of wine and it wasn’t worth the risk.

         Instead, she sat by the phone for what seemed like hours and lost count of how many times she picked up the receiver before changing her mind. How could a little girl, she thought, just two years old who she’d never even met, turn her whole life upside down?

         Sunday dawned and a dark grey, wet and windy morning spanned the horizon. Maria had been awake since first light, she hoped Andy would ring early but even she hadn’t considered he’d ring this early. It was 7.30am and Maria had just stepped into the shower when she thought she heard her phone ringing. Wrapped in a huge bath towel, she literally flew down the stairs desperate to reach the phone before it went to answer phone or, even worse, the caller hung up.

         “Hello,” she answered, almost out of breath.

         “It’s only me, I didn’t wake you, did I?” Andy was concerned Maria sounded a bit weird.

         “No.” She laughed. “I was in the shower.”

         “Maria,” Andy began humbly. “I’ve got freshly baked pain au chocolate and croissants can I come over for breakfast?” There was a pause. “Please, Maria.”

         As he was obviously on his mobile, Maria guessed he probably wasn’t that far away. “Where are you?” she asked curiously.

         “Outside,” he whispered.

         Maria hung up and opened the front door.

         Andy saw her standing in the doorway and his heart missed a beat. Maria watched him as he walked towards her and her heart raced, it was that smile and those deep dark eyes, they got her every time.

         
            ***

         

         It took just over an hour to get to Sarah and Geoff’s and suddenly pulling up outside their house Maria felt a rush of anxiety, she’d been going out with Andy for well over a year now and she hadn’t met any of his family, so this felt a little strange. Sensing the change of mood, Andy took her hand and squeezed it tightly.

         “Thank you for coming with me today.” He looked down at their entwined hands. “I know I don’t deserve you, but you mean everything to me, you know that don’t you?” He looked deep into her eyes; he was no longer sure she felt the same and it scared him. “We can get through all this, Maria; I know we can, and it won’t always be like this, I promise.”

         Maria dropped her gaze. “It has to be what we both want, Andy,” she answered tentatively. “On terms that suit us both.”

         “I think we both want the same,” he replied with a definite emphasis on the “We”. He smiled tenderly and jumped out of the car to open her door.

         
             

         

         Neither Sarah nor Geoff were anything like she’d imagined. With his receding hair line Geoff looked older than his years, Sarah looked nothing like Andy, she was quite short, her face was much rounder, and she wore glasses, but they both welcomed her with open arms and immediately she felt comfortable in their company.

         With Sarah busy in and out of the kitchen and Geoff busy engaging Andy with talk of last night’s football match, Maria had time to relax. She noticed a few framed photos of a little girl with beautiful curly hair who she immediately recognised from the photo Andy carried in his wallet.

         There were a few other photos scattered about including a couple of a new-born baby. At first Maria assumed they must be of Sammy when she was younger, but then she noted the baby wore blue bootees, so it must be another baby altogether, she decided before moving on to study a few photos of Sarah and Geoff obviously enjoying a holiday somewhere.

         With the boys deep in conversation Maria made her way out to the kitchen.

         “Can I be of any help?” Maria asked as she found Sarah busy basting roast potatoes.

         “I’m ok I think.” She laughed. “We’ve got roast chicken, hope that’s ok I didn’t check with Andy, I hope you’re not vegetarian or anything?” Sarah looked hot and flustered.

         “I love chicken,” Maria assured her. “It’s one of my favourites and honestly it all smells absolutely delicious.”

         “It’ll be about another twenty minutes yet,” Sarah said as she closed the oven door. “Would you like to have a look around while we wait? I’ve got before and after photos to bore you with as well.” She laughed as she rummaged through a drawer to find them.

         “I’d love to,” Maria replied, already impressed by their pristine white and navy kitchen.

         Upstairs Sarah chatted easily as they made their way from room to room.

         “Andy said you have a really lovely house,” she suddenly commented. “What sort of style do you prefer?”

         “Well, I absolutely love what you’ve done here,” Maria confessed. “Were these doors like this or did you bring them back to their natural wood colour?” she asked as she ran her hand over the incredibly smooth surface.

         “Geoff did it,” Sarah said proudly. “It wasn’t our original idea, we were just going to repaint them, but once Geoff began to rub them down and discovered this beautiful wood, well, that was it, there was no way he was going to paint over that.”

         “There’re beautiful,” Maria admitted enviously. “Your house has a lot more character than mine. I really love how you’ve incorporated some of the classic features with the new. My house was a new build, so it is what it is really, and I’ve gone for semi-modern furnishings throughout,” she said, wishing now she’d been a little more adventurous with her choices.

         “So, you two aren’t planning to live together yet?” Sarah asked, completely out of the blue, while continuing to show Maria around.

         Not quite sure how to answer, Maria decided to be completely honest. “I think your brother has enough going on in his life at the moment, I don’t think he has room for anything else, well not yet anyway,” Maria concluded sadly.

         “I understand,” Sarah answered sympathetically. “It’s a real shame, don’t get me wrong the kids are great but Andy has changed a lot since they were born; I worry about him,” she admitted as she guided Maria to the next room. “She’s a real nasty piece of work his ex, and it seems to me that all she wants to do is make his life as difficult as possible. Well, I don’t need to tell you that do I,” Sarah said innocently as she opened the door to their newly decorated bedroom.

         Maria was confused, had Sarah just mentioned “kids” plural or had she misheard? She was just about to clarify this when suddenly Geoff appeared.

         “What are you two doing up here?” he asked as he met them on the landing. “I’ve just opened the bubbly, are you going to join us?”

         “We’re just coming,” Sarah replied. “I’ve just been showing Maria all your handiwork.”

         “You’ve done an amazing job, you really have,” Maria complemented him, noticing he suddenly looked awkward and a little embarrassed.

         “Thank you.” He smiled. “We’re pleased with it aren’t we?” He looked to Sarah for reassurance.

         “It will do,” she teased him tenderly.

         Following them both back down the stairs, Maria decided this wasn’t the right time for too many questions, although she would be interested to get some clarification on how many children were involved in this equation.

         Andy greeted her with a glass of champagne. “You’ve had the guided tour then?” he joked, but his words fell on deaf ears. Maria’s mind was elsewhere as she searched the room for the photos she’d previously admired. Something wasn’t quite right, every single one of them had been removed, that wasn’t normal behaviour unless of course you had something to hide. Now, with her imagination in overdrive, she felt uncomfortable and vulnerable among these people, as she realised there was a lot more to this story than she was aware of. Without warning her appetite completely disappeared and the aroma of a pending roast lunch made her feel nauseous. She had absolutely no idea how on earth she was going to get through this lunch, when all she wanted to do was get to the bottom of the missing photos.

         “I hope everything was ok for you?” Sarah asked as she cleared away the plates. She couldn’t help noticing Maria had only taken very small amounts of food and she wasn’t sure whether that was normal for her or not, maybe that’s how she stayed so slim, she thought, as she looked down at her own rather dumpy figure.

         “It was delicious, thank you,” Maria answered politely, relieved it was finally over.

         Anxious to get to the bottom of the disappearing photos, Maria took the opportunity to leave the two men chatting and quickly made her way out to the kitchen where she found Sarah busy clearing the dishes. “Can I help at all?” she offered, taking hold of the nearest tea towel.

         “If you don’t mind that would be very kind,” Sarah accepted her offer gratefully. “Geoff is great, but it wouldn’t even enter his head to help in the kitchen.”

         Keen to steer the conversation in the right direction, Maria smiled knowingly. “Andy mentioned that you’re both saving for your wedding, when do you hope to get married?”

         Sarah looked up and frowned. “The thing is I really want to start a family, but Geoff is the old-fashioned sort, he thinks we should get married first.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled.

         “I think that’s really nice,” Maria said, realising this might just be her opportune moment. “You’ve always got your niece, if you need to fuel your maternal instincts I suppose,” Maria suggested casually.

         “Yes, and now with the baby as well.” Sarah laughed. “There’s plenty of baby-sitting required…”

         Maria didn’t wait for her to finish her sentence. “Baby.” She swallowed hard as she took in the enormity of Sarah’s innocent comment.

         Sarah kept her head down and busied herself cleaning the dishes, as she realised that she’d probably just said the wrong thing. She’d noticed earlier some of her photos had been removed, but she hadn’t had the time to question Geoff, assuming it was him who had taken them down. Without making matters worse she now had no idea how to answer Maria’s question. Regretfully she’d automatically assumed Maria knew about Sammy’s little brother Joe, and as Andy had always denied the accusation the baby was his, she had presumed Maria knew the whole story.

         Thinking that Sarah hadn’t heard her, Maria continued, “Is that the baby in the photos I was looking at earlier? Is he a relation or just a friend’s baby?” Maria was looking for answers, she thought the question sounded innocent enough.

         Sarah blushed as she desperately searched for the correct answer: if she said relation that would no doubt cause further questions; if she said friend, well, that would be a lie.

         Sensing Sarah’s hesitation and obvious embarrassment, Maria regretted her question. It wasn’t fair to involve Sarah, none of this was her fault, she’d shown Maria nothing but kindness. Maria would just have to wait until she was alone with Andy who she had a sneaking suspicion held all the answers to this mystery.

         Sarah continued to busy herself with clearing the kitchen and was just contemplating on how to answer Maria, when quite suddenly Maria changed the subject. “You must give me your Yorkshire pudding recipe, unfortunately I have to rely on the frozen variety.” Maria laughed at her own random statement a little too heartily.

         Sarah had never been more grateful to pass on a recipe, anything rather than discuss Sharon and her kids. “I’m glad you enjoyed it; I know traditionally you only serve Yorkshire pudding with beef, but Geoff loves his Yorkshire pudding, so we always have it with our Sunday roast regardless of our meat choice. It’s very easy to make, the secret is letting the mixture rest…” Sarah was rambling and barely knew what she was saying, and their conversation continued in a similar vein until all the dishes were clean and packed away and Sarah encouraged Maria back into the living room.

         Andy could tell as soon as Maria returned to the living room something was wrong; he could sense it. He’d noticed she hadn’t eaten very much and was quieter than normal during lunch and, although she continued to smile through the rest of their visit, he had a strong feeling the journey home would be difficult. “Everything ok?” he asked as he reversed the car down the driveway, and they waved goodbye to Sarah and Geoff.

         Unable to hold back any longer, Maria was straight in with her first question. “Tell me more about the baby I noticed in the photos, before they mysteriously disappeared,” she said with noticeable sarcasm.

         Andy couldn’t believe that he’d completely forgotten to ask Sarah to remove any photos she may have of either Sammy or Joe on display. As soon as he saw them, he’d guessed there would be questions, that’s why as soon as he could he’d hidden them in the drawer.

         “What did Sarah say then?” he asked trying to find out what she already knew.

         “That’s totally irrelevant,” Maria replied angrily, “I’m asking you, about the baby in the photos, which I’m increasingly beginning to understand, is something to do with you.”

         “Well, he’s definitely not mine, if that’s what you’re insinuating,” Andy answered defensively, keeping his eyes firmly on the road ahead.

         “So, is Sharon his mother?” This was the first time she had referred to his ex by name, and it felt weird, previously she’d found it easier for the woman to remain nameless, somehow without a name Maria could deny her existence for most of the time.

         Andy tried to concentrate, this wasn’t the time or the place to have this discussion which, with hindsight, he realised they should have had months ago.

         “Andy, I asked you a question.” Maria was struggling to contain her anger; she had an uneasy feeling she was just about to open Pandora’s box.

         “Yes, she is,” he answered quietly.

         “Why didn’t you tell me she’d had another baby?” Maria asked impatiently. “You’ve never mentioned she had a new boyfriend, why all the secrecy, Andy? I don’t understand.” The exasperation she harboured was evident in her voice.

         “She doesn’t,” Andy replied honestly, as he waited for the next barrage of questions.

         “So, she doesn’t have a new boyfriend and you’re not the father, so is this baby some kind of miracle?” she snapped back at him.

         “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Maria.” Andy knew this conversation was never going to end well, that’s why he’d never mentioned anything before.

         “Don’t be ridiculous,” she mimicked. “I visit your sister for the first time and on display in her living room are photos of a little girl I recognised to be Sammy, and a baby boy with dark hair just like yours and dark eyes just like yours.” She paused briefly before adding, “And you tell me not to be ridiculous.” She shook her head in frustration.

         “He’s a baby, Maria, babies look like everyone, and no one.”

         “Well, if he’s not yours, he’s no relation to your sister, so why on earth does she have photos of him on display, and why did someone feel the need to remove them?” She looked directly at him, but he wouldn’t turn his head.

         “I removed them,” Andy admitted. “To avoid a conversation just like this one.”

         Maria couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Ah, so you knew there would be a conversation if I spotted them, why would that be, Andy?” Maria asked sarcastically as she grabbled to understand exactly what he was saying.

         “The baby is a result of a one-night stand, she doesn’t even know the father’s name. She tells everyone he’s mine to save face, but he most certainly is not.” Andy glanced briefly at Maria before continuing, “Sarah feels sorry for the baby and treats him the same as Sammy.”

         “And you?” Maria asked. “Do you treat the baby the same as Sammy?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “When you babysit for Sammy do you look after the baby as well?”

         “Sometimes,” he answered truthfully.

         “So, you feed it, change its nappy, cradle it in your arms if he cries, and he’s not yours.” She stared at Andy, waiting for his reply.

         “It’s a baby, Maria, not another woman.” He knew she would never understand, and now the whole situation had been completely blown out of proportion.

         But Maria wasn’t giving up, she needed more definition. “Are you named as the father on his birth certificate?” she asked indignantly.

         “No,” he answered quietly, exhausted by the whole conversation.

         “Not convincing enough, Andy,” she cried, completely enraged. “I don’t believe you; I don’t believe a word you’ve just told me. For the last three or four months, you’ve regularly disappeared, to supposedly look after your daughter, whereas before it was occasionally in the week and every third weekend when she came to stay with you. Now it all makes sense, of course you’d have to do more to help with two kids, to which I add: no one in their right mind would do if it wasn’t theirs.”

         Andy pulled up onto Maria’s driveway and turned off the ignition. “Maria, please you’ve got this all wrong.” He tried to take her hand, but she pulled away.

         “You spend too much time with your ‘ex’, Andy. Far too much time for someone who doesn’t care: you stay overnight supposedly on the sofa, she’s constantly calling you on your mobile and when I ask you to turn the damn thing off for a few hours so we can enjoy our evening, there’s always a reason why you can’t. Yet when I try to get hold of you.” She stopped for breath, her voice full of emotion before continuing, “The bloody thing is always switched off.”

         “I do sleep on the sofa, and I’ve told you, I only stay when she comes in late and I’m too tired to drive, or when Sammy is unwell in the night, and I don’t like to leave her.”

         “I don’t believe you, Andy, I really don’t, and now every time you disappear or cancel our plans, I’m going to have images of the four of you playing happy families. I just can’t do this, Andy; I just can’t do any of it, anymore.” Maria opened the car door, stepped out onto her drive and made her way to the front door.

         Not wanting to make matters worse and thinking perhaps it would be better to let her cool down, Andy stood by the side of his car. Maria turned to look at him. “I’m not coming in, Maria,” Andy began. “I think we both need time to calm down.”

         Taken completely by surprise, Maria was silent for a moment; at the very least, she expected Andy would want to sort this out before he left.

         “Well, that’s absolutely fine,” she exclaimed angrily. “But I’m telling you, Andy, if we don’t sort this out today, we don’t sort it ever, we’re done.” She could see quite clearly he was hurting too, but at that moment she didn’t care; she wasn’t even sure why he was upset; it obviously wasn’t because of what she’d just said, more likely because he’d been caught out.

         “I’m sorry Maria,” he said shaking his head. “I can’t stand to see you this upset, and all we’re going to do today is go over and over everything that’s already been said, I think it’s best I go.”

         “Fine with me,” she replied angrily. “But like I said, if you can’t be bothered to sort this out today, well, that’s it we’re finished.” She was fuming, it didn’t matter how much she threatened him, nothing seemed to be getting through.

         “I’m sorry, Maria,” Andy said sadly as he climbed back into his car and sped away down the road.

         Maria slammed her front door, kicked off her shoes and grabbed a handful of tissues as she flopped onto the sofa in floods of tears. She cried so hard it hurt, her head ached, her heart felt heavy, and she continued crying until finally, totally exhausted, she fell into an uneasy sleep.

         The following days passed slowly and keeping busy was harder than she’d imagined. During the day when she was at work it was bearable; it was the evenings and weekends she found so very hard. She hungered to hear the familiar sound of Andy’s husky voice and as the weeks ticked by it became clear he’d literally taken her at her word, and she missed him terribly.
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